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      1 Your Wedding
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      Organising Your Wedding Ceremony
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      Step 1

      
      When you decide to have a wedding ceremony with a celebrant, how do you find one?
      

      
      
         	
            Enquire among your friends and acquaintances. It is easy to find someone who can recommend a celebrant who does the task well.

         

         	
            Consult the guidelines for choosing a celebrant on www.collegeofcelebrancy.edu.au – the College of Celebrancy's website – or other non-commercial celebrant sites. Bear in mind there is a wide disparity
               of professional standards betweeencelebrants.
            

         

      

      
      There are excellent celebrants, and there are unsatisfactory celebrants. Your wedding ceremony is the most important part
         of your day, and it is important that you find a professional celebrant who will work with you, prepare, rehearse, and officiate
         at a really beautiful ceremony in accordance with your wishes. The ceremony component is probably the lowest cost of your
         whole wedding, so why spoil your day to save a few dollars? The Federation office will give you guidelines on fees.
      

      
      Step 2

      
      Contact a celebrant to discuss the type of ceremony you want, and the availability of the celebrant for the time and place
         you wish. All being well, you and the celebrant arrange to meet each other at a mutually convenient time, usually at the celebrant’s
         home or office.
      

      
      Step 3

      
      The celebrant then posts to you a government form, the Notice of Intended Marriage, together with a request for other particulars; alternatively, you complete this at the meeting with the celebrant. The Notice of Intended Marriage must be lodged with the celebrant one month and one day before the wedding date. Mothers’ maiden names are required, and
         the years of birth of children of any previous marriages.
      

      
      As well as the particulars on the Notice each party should show the celebrant proof of birth (e.g. extracts of birth), passports or naturalisation certificates.
      

      
      Where there has been a previous marriage, you must provide evidence of how it ended, usually a Decree Absolute in the case
         of a divorce, or a death certificate if a previous partner has died.
      

      
      Step 4

      
      You then meet the celebrant by arrangement. In addition to the Notice of Intended Marriage, you may then give the celebrant a copy or a first draft of the proposed ceremony, printed or neatly written on small sheets
         of paper (A5, about the size of this book) or on disk, the given names by which you wish to be called during the ceremony,
         and the exact time and address of the place for the marriage.
      

      
      This is the best time to discuss any details regarding the arrangements, and to get to know the celebrant.

      
      Step 5

      
      The celebrant and the wedding party should meet for a rehearsal, preferably at the place of the marriage, or some other suitable
         venue.
      

      
      Step 6

      
      On the day, and at the place and time arranged, all parties, including the guests, meet and the marriage takes place.

      
      Help Your Celebrant Do a Good Job
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      CHOOSING A CELEBRANT

      
      The one big advantage to the community in the civil celebrant programme is that you can choose your celebrant. Celebrants
         are not confined to areas. Different celebrants suit different people; not all celebrants are the same, and they differ in
         their approach. All celebrants should give you complete choice of ceremony.
      

      
      If you cannot decide on a celebrant — by seeing one conducting another marriage ceremony or by personal recommendation — one
         way to find someone suitable without inconveniencing people is to make a phone call. Ask what the celebrant’s procedure is
         for choice, consultation, planning, rehearsal and ceremony. If this is satisfactory to you, then ask about the celebrant’s
         availability on the day and time you require.
      

      
      BOOKING A CEREMONY

      
      When ringing a good celebrant, have ready a list of several alternative times for your ceremony. The best celebrants are usually
         booked well in advance for the most popular times, and alternative times give you a greater choice of celebrants. Almost everyone
         wishes to be married at 5 p.m. on a Saturday afternoon, so do not be surprised if this time is not available to you at short
         notice.
      

      
      FILLING IN FORMS

      
      As I have already said, before the ceremony you must complete the Notice of Intended Marriage.
      

      
      The celebrant may also have a form for the details you require for your ceremony.

      
      AT THE FIRST INTERVIEW

      
      If you have all your documents prepared in advance, you can spend the time with the celebrant discussing the details that
         concern you, and getting to know your celebrant as a person. It is also more convenient to pay the fee at this time.
      

      
      On the matter of fees, a warning! You pay least for cask wine, a bit more for a cheap bottle, a bit more for something reasonable,
         a bit more for the best. Beware of cheap celebrants.
      

      
      WRITING TO THE CELEBRANT

      
      Sometimes it is necessary to write or send a fax or an e-mail to a celebrant, especially when an interview is not possible
         or documents for the ceremony, which were not available at the time of the interview, have to be forwarded. Observe a golden
         rule here: always quote the date and time of your ceremony, as well as your names, as most celebrants file their papers in
         date and time order.
      

      
      THE CEREMONY ITSELF

      
      Marriages take place in all sorts of places — reception centre chapels, hotel wedding rooms, church buildings, former churches
         or multi-purpose ceremony centres, special function rooms of restaurants, parks and gardens, beaches, mountains, yachts, and
         private homes — you name it.
      

      
      Having officiated at many marriages I can say with absolute certainty that no matter where a marriage ceremony takes place,
         people take the ceremony very seriously. The celebrant or master-of-ceremonies should ask people to put down their drinks
         and butt out their cigarettes before the ceremony starts.
      

      
      Do not embarass your celebrant and your guests by choosing a ceremony that is too short. The ceremonies in the next chapter
         are the minimum length.
      

      
      Always have a table or similar piece of furniture cleared for the celebrant on which to arrange your marriage certificates
         and the register. A card table is a good size.
      

      
      During the ceremony itself look at the celebrant or reader. Try not to be distracted by anyone’s movements or comments or to get edgy: stand straight and relaxed
         — fidgeting, slouching, putting your hands in your pockets, or staring around the sky, is sure to put off a celebrant, and
         everyone else.
      

      
      When you take your vows, it is a special moment between you and your partner. In a sense, it is a moment when you should forget
         everyone else, including the celebrant. When repeating your vows you should look at your partner. I feel that sometimes people
         miss one of the best moments of their lives when, through shyness or embarrassment, they do not make the moment of the vows
         their own.
      

      
      A practical hint: rings will slide on more easily if before the ceremony you rub a little Vaseline or soap inside the ring.

      
      If little children or babies are at a ceremony, it is best to ask the mothers to sit or stand near the door so that they can
         take the children out if necessary.
      

      
      ORCHESTRATING THE CEREMONY: 
THE CELEBRANT’S ROLE

      
      The first thing I wish to do here is to pass on some advice (learnt by many mistakes) to celebrants. A successful wedding
         means attention (albeit instinctive) to a great number of details.
      

      
      The basic principle is that the ceremony must be heard; only then, as the old dictum says, can it be understood and appreciated. This means that you must gather all the company together, close enough to hear you and the couple. People hang back, but
         if they are asked to come closer to create ‘a proper atmosphere’ I always find they co-operate.
      

      
      Before the ceremony, brief the groom and bride to look at you during the ceremony, and to look at each other during the vows
         and the giving of rings — and, of course, when they are invited to kiss each other!
      

      
      Having tried all sorts of arrangements, I feel that the best arrangement for most marriages is a circle or semi-circle of
         the bridal party and guests.
      

      
      The celebrant should take up a suitable position to address the guests and/or the couple. Giving attention to the assembled company in the introductory remarks makes everyone interested and involved.
      

      
      Usually, if there is a person giving away or presenting the bride, I place that person between the bride and groom. This seems
         to me to preserve the symbolism of the bride being part of her family until the vows that constitute the marriage are completed.
         Once the question is asked, that person joins the other guests. If both parents of the bride and groom give their son and
         daughter away, then I place them at the edges of the bridal party.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Photographs are important for most people. In suggesting a place for the bridal party to stand, consider the background carefully.
         Avoid mirrors. Curtains, candles, flowers and pictures often provide a good background indoors, while out of doors it is a
         matter of choosing the best trees and flowers.
      

      
      Any celebrant who feels that the guests are not settled should ask very seriously to be given absolute attention during the
         ceremony. It seems trite to say, but it is important for the celebrant to speak with sincerity. Do not stand too close to
         the couple (for the sake of their eardrums), and only move closer when reminding them of movement, such as to turn and face
         each other during the vows, and to indicate which finger to put the ring on, or to give each other the traditional kiss once
         they have been declared husband and wife.
      

      
      In the usual pattern of ceremony the celebrant is called on to play a prominent role. It does not, however, have to be like
         this. By law the celebrant does not have to say a word or do anything; it is sufficient if the parties say their vows in the
         celebrant’s presence. I have been the official celebrant at marriages where no one knew I was there until the signing (even
         then it is possible to stay out of the way!).
      

      
      The couple marry each other. They can arrange the whole marriage themselves and/or with the participation of friends. A string
         of people can sing songs, recite poetry, say a few words, play a favourite record or tape, and so on. The best atmosphere
         is created when everyone sings together.
      

      
      A Personally-composed Wedding Ceremony

      
      [image: image]

      
      Every wedding ceremony should have some basic structure. For example:

      
      
         	
            chosen music or song

         

         	
            a welcome to those attending

         

         	
            an introduction that explains the views of the couple, their values, their ideals, their hopes for the relationship. It may
               express the hope that their marriage has good effects for their own family, their friends and the wider community of the world
               (with quotations, where and if applicable)
            

         

         	
            a reading, or readings

         

         	
            in Australia, a Monitum from the Marriage Act

         

         	
            the giving away or presentation of the bride (optional)

         

         	
            the marriage commitment, which traditionally consists of the asking/question and the vows

         

         	
            the giving of a ring or exchange of rings

         

         	
            another reading or readings (optional)

         

         	
            declaration of the marriage — a statement that a marriage sealed by a wedding has taken place

         

         	
            the signing of the register and certificates, during which special music is played (live or from CDs) or songs are sung (soloists,
               choir, or all together!)
            

         

         	
            the presentation of the certificate by the celebrant to the couple

         

         	
            recessional song or music.

         

      

      
      If you have a mind to be really personal, take up your pen, or lean forward to your computer, and analyse and articulate your
         own thoughts and feelings. Dig deep into the loves of your own literary and musical experience.
      

      
      When you are composing a personal introduction, the following questions may help:

      
      How did you first meet?

      
      When did you first fall in love?

      
      When did you decide you wanted to be with one another for ever?

      
      What were the good things that helped you decide?

      
      What were the difficulties?

      
      What do you (groom) like/love about her?

      
      What do you (bride) like/love about him?

      
      Why did you decide to have a ceremony?

      
      What special reason did you have for deciding on the place for the ceremony?

      
      What does your family mean to you?

      
      What do your friends mean to you?

      
      What are your hopes for the future?

      
      Expressing yourself well is no easy task. There is nothing wrong with getting the help of friends. It is wise to consult the
         celebrant at the end of your first draft — at least for checking the structure. Some celebrants are very good at assisting
         in writing a personalised wedding, but this should not be expected as part of the task.
      

      
      It is a great help if you neatly present your ceremony on small pages so that the celebrant does not have large unwieldy pages
         from which to read at the actual ceremony.
      

      
      MUSIC

      
      Music is integral to most ceremonies, and should be planned as part of the wedding ceremony. Many people prefer live music,
         and it is an ideal of celebrant ceremonies to develop the arts, and to give opportunities for our musicians, poets and other
         artists to become more a part of our mainstream ceremonial culture.
      

      
      It is also appropriate for you to have the music that has significance for you, as live music, or on CDs and tapes — CDs are much easier to work with.
      

      
      When is the wedding music played?

      
      
         	
            As background music while waiting for the ceremony to start (say, 15 minutes). This music should stop when word comes that
               the bride is near! (Note that background music during the words of the ceremony rarely works; avoid this if possible.)
            

         

         	
            As a processional: specially chosen music should be played for the entrance of the bride (2–3 minutes).

         

         	
            During the signing: this is the best opportunity for special music and song (7–8 minutes when you allow for photographs).

         

         	
            During the recessional: play special music or song immediately the celebrant presents the couple with the Certificate of Marriage.
            

         

         	
            After the ceremony while congratulations are being given and drinks are being served.

         

      

      
      What sort of performers should you choose?

      
      
         	
            Musicians: quartets, trios, jazz groups, violinists, pipers, harpists, piano accordionists, keyboarders, etc. Ensure that
               you hire talented and co-operative people. It is important that the musicians are placed as close to the wedding party as
               practicable (not under a tree a long way away).
            

         

         	
            Singers: sopranos, pop singers, barbershop quartets, and choirs.

         

         	
            Singing together: nothing beats this! Everyone must have a copy of the words of the songs; it must be played in a key most
               people can cope with, and it must be led by a competent singer or singers. (See the end of the book of a list of suggested
               songs.)
            

         

      

      
      CHOICE OF VENUE

      
      The media always love to report ‘gimmicky’ marriages (those on top of a mountain in winter, under water, while skydiving,
         on the back of motorbikes, etc.), but such weddings are extremely rare. All celebrants will testify that marriages celebrated in gimmicky places are very serious commitments just
         the same. In a way it is a testimony to the belief of the couple that their love and their union is unique, and the place
         usually has some sentimental value.
      

      
      Marriages on a beach or in a park garden, have traps for planners. There should be an alternative place close by in case of
         rain or wind. On the day, where there is any doubt, the best plan is for the celebrant and guests to meet at the main place
         decided on, look at the sky, make a decision, then if necessary proceed in convoy to the alternative venue. Instructions like
         ‘If it is raining, go instead to 37 Smith Street’ never work, as half the guests will end up at the park and the other half
         at Smith Street.
      

      
      Choosing parks and gardens can have other pitfalls. Avoid proximity to traffic intersections — the noise can drown out the
         words and make the whole event close to meaningless. Also avoid pathways full of staring, talking strangers, and especially
         youngsters doing wheelies on bikes or on skateboards. In all garden weddings where I sense such dangers, I usually ask one
         of the groomsmen or a capable guest to ask the youngsters to play or ride their bikes away from the scene.
      

      
      READINGS

      
      If you are a reader at a marriage you may be nervous. Your reading will not be successful if you give way to nervous haste.
         Practise your reading beforehand, read slowly and clearly, and look at your audience from time to time. Ceremonial reading
         is much slower than broadcasting or lecturing, and will lose force if it is rushed.
      

      
      Readers should be part of the rehearsal, and should practise their readings in full at that time.

      
      Type of Wedding Ceremonies
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      The next chapter gives examples of actual wedding ceremonies. From time immemorial it has always been the prerogative of the
         people who are marrying (through their culture and their families), to express their commitment in their own way. It is only in recent times that the church and/or
         the state has been involved in witnessing marriage. Clergymen and civil celebrants are witnesses only.
      

      
      It is one of the strange paradoxes of life that both church and state seem to have ‘taken over’ the marriage ceremony. It
         is not the celebrant who ‘marries’ them. Celebrants feel privileged to be official witnesses, and are anxious to see people’s
         rights restored in the marriage ceremony. Informed celebrants believe that couples should have the sort of marriage they want,
         where they want, and when they want it.
      

      
      Despite what may seem to be implied in the following pages, you should feel free to write your own ceremony, to alter any
         wording, or include any material you feel is appropriate for you. The celebrant, as a witness to the basic contract of marriage,
         is anxious to oblige you.
      

      
      We always surround important occasions with ceremony and celebration, but it has to be just right. People get upset if the
         ceremony is too short or too long.
      

      
      Much depends on the style of the people involved. In the following pages you should find something to suit you, or at least
         to get you started.
      

      
      The first ceremony (a longer one), for Romeo and Juliet, is one I was asked to write for a magazine. I am convinced that Australian/Western culture is broadening, and people of
         discernment now want more music and poetry than they did ten or fifteen years ago.
      

      
      Most people wish wedding ceremonies to be dignified, simple and not too long. There is no fear of this in the next four ceremonies,
         as they are (except for the first one) of the recommended minimum length. I have included a selection of readings, and a number
         of alternatives.
      

      
      For convenience, each ceremony is divided into sections. I have decided on this method so that you will find it easier to
         set out a well-planned ceremony and/or replace sections with material from elsewhere, or with what you have written yourselves.
      

      
      Chapters 2 and 3 give you the content of the wedding ceremony; chapter 4 has further information on traditions and symbols.
      

      
      The Australian Federation of Civil Celebrants sets the following standard of service for a quality wedding ceremony:

      
      
         	
            You are supplied with a copy of Ceremonies & Celebrations, or an equivalent.
            

         

         	
            You are given complete choice of your ceremony.

         

         	
            At a relaxed interview with the celebrant you can discuss all your wedding requirements.

         

         	
            You are entitled to unlimited consultation by phone or in person with the celebrant.

         

         	
            You are entitled to a rehearsal at the celebrant’s office or an on-site rehearsal (within a reasonable distance).

         

         	
            The production of a printed copy of your ceremony (if you do not wish to do this yourselves).

         

         	
            Your wedding certificate is prepared in calligraphy, or laser printing.

         

         	
            Appreciation certificates are provided for the bridal party and others on request.

         

         	
            Ample time — a guarantee that no other wedding will be booked so close that the celebrant arrives late or rushes out in an
               unseemly manner.
            

         

         	
            A personal guarantee that the celebrant will become familiar with the ceremony beforehand, and will speak in a sincere and
               interested manner.
            

         

         	
            As far as possible, the celebrant will dress to fit in with your wedding (a male celebrant, for example, could wear a lounge
               suit, a lounge suit with an academic gown, or a dinner suit, as appropriate; a female celebrant should dress to suit the formality
               or informality of the ceremony).
            

         

      

      
      Wedding Checklist
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      BEFORE THE WEDDING

      
      Check that you have organised the following:

      
      
         	
            a celebrant, and the ceremony (including the music)

         

         	
            the wedding ring/s

         

         	
            the venue for the ceremony (and an alternative, if necessary)
            

         

         	
            the bridesmaid/s and groomsman/men

         

         	
            the wedding dress and suit

         

         	
            the flowers for the bridal party, and for the venue

         

         	
            the photographer

         

         	
            the place for the reception, the caterers, the menu and drinks

         

         	
            the wedding cake

         

         	
            the invitations, place cards, and thank-you notes

         

         	
            appointments with the hairdresser

         

         	
            the arrangements for the honeymoon.

         

      

      
      AFTER THE WEDDING

      
      Check that you have arranged the following:

      
      
         	
            address and name change (if applicable) for driver’s licence, passport, insurance, accounts, etc.

         

         	
            make or revise your wills

         

         	
            sent thank-you notes.

         

      

      
      TOASTS AND SPEECHES AT THE RECEPTION

      
      It is traditional to have the following toasts and speeches:

      
      
         	
            the toast to the bride and groom, proposed by a person chosen in advance by the couple

         

         	
            the reply by the groom, and/or bride.




(Some choose to end the toasts and speeches at this point.) At the conclusion of this
               response:



         	
            the groom proposes a toast to the bridesmaids

         

         	
            the best man/bridesmaid replies, and reads any messages.





(At some receptions the toasts and speeches end here.)

      
      Other optional toasts and speeches are:

      
      
         	
            to the parents of the bride

         

         	
            the father or mother of the bride replies

         

         	
            to the parents of the groom

         

         	
            the father or mother of the groom replies.

         

      

      
      This arrangement varies frequently. It is completely acceptable for a bride, bridesmaid or mother to reply to, or propose,
         toasts.
      

      
      THE CUTTING OF THE CAKE

      
      The speeches, toasts, and the cutting of the cake can take place at any time. Usually they occur at any time during the refreshments
         after the wedding ceremony at an informal ceremony, or after the main course at a formal wedding breakfast.
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